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ABSTRACT
Scholars refer to the passage on Matthew 28:16-20 as the “Great Commission”. It
concludes the last part of the Gospel of Matthew (26:1-28:20), that is, Jesus’ passion, death and
resurrection. In the Great Commission scene – on the mountain in Galilee (Matt 28:16), Jesus
speaks to his disciples about his authority, commissions them to make disciples - by baptizing
and teaching - and gives them an assurance of his abiding presence. This passage contains
several themes – mountain, worship, authority and nations – which relate to the Gospel and other
text in the Bible. It is pertinent to note here that the “commissioning” of the disciples by Jesus is
not peculiar to Matthew per se; we also find elements of it in the other three Gospels (Mark
16:14-18, Luke 24:36-49 and John 20:19-23).
There is no gainsaying the reality of the fact that evangelization is an important concept
in the life and ministry of the church. Through her evangelizing mission, the church continues to
break new grounds – making disciples of all nations. To buttress the need and importance of
evangelization in the life and mission of the church, some popes have written encyclicals. Thus,
in this study, I will pay specific attention to the writings of Popes Paul VI, John Paul II and
Francis regarding Matt 28:16-20.
Religious intolerance is the bane of the church in Northern Nigeria. Ipso facto,
persecution has become a household name in the region. In recent times, the activities of the
Islamic terrorist group “Boko Haram” and that of the “Fulani Herdsmen” have had serious
negative effects on the life and ministry of the church – as places of worship and ministers of the
Gospel are been incessantly attacked. There is also a blunt refusal to allocate or even sell lands to
the church for religious purposes; especially in Muslim dominated areas. The church experiences

these challenges in her mission of preaching and evangelization. The church, however, is
relentless in keeping the faith alive – trusting in God’s abiding presence, on the inspiring basis of
the Great Commission in Matt 28:20.
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INTRODUCTION
0.0 BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY
There is no gainsaying the reality of the fact that evangelization is an important concept in
the life and ministry of the church. Through her evangelizing mission, the Church continues to
break new grounds – making disciples of all nations. To buttress the need and importance of
evangelization in the life and mission of the Church, “recent popes have urged Catholics to
rededicate themselves to spreading the gospel and committing themselves anew to the
evangelization of the world.”1 Notable is Paul VI who states that ‘“We wish to confirm once
more that the task of evangelizing all people constitutes the essential mission of the Church.’
Evangelizing is in fact the grace and vocation proper to the Church, her deepest identity. She
exists in order to evangelize.”2 The Church has continued to march on with this consciousness.
For this mission of evangelization, the Church draws inspiration from the words of Jesus
himself in the Great Commission passage where Jesus declares it a standing duty for his
followers to evangelize “all nations” (Matt 28:16-20). This passage serves as a basis and
stimulus for the Church’s mission.3 It is an undeniable reality that the Nigerian Church has
benefited from this mission of the Church. Through the instrumentality of the Irish missionaries
in the early 19th century, the church has taken root in Nigeria. While the Church continues to
grow and flourish in most parts of the country, the Church in Northern Nigeria has in recent
times been experiencing a major setback in its evangelizing mission.
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Curtis Mitch and Edward Sri, The Gospel of Matthew, Catholic Commentary on Sacred Scripture (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 2010), 372.
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Evangelii Nuntiandi 14 (emphasis added). In the first part of this quotation, the Pope is making his own a
statement from the “Declaration of the Synod Fathers” of the 1974 Synod in Evangelization. Unless otherwise
indicated, papal documents are quoted from the Vatican website.
3
Mitch and Sri, Matthew, 372.

Religious intolerance is the bane of the church in Muslim-dominated Northern Nigeria. Ipso
facto, persecution has become a household name in the region. In recent times, the activities of
the Islamic terrorist group “Boko Haram” and those of the “Fulani Herdsmen” have had serious
negative effects on the life and ministry of the church – as places of worship and ministers of the
Gospel have been incessantly attacked. There is also a blunt refusal by the Muslim community to
allocate or even sell lands to the church for religious purposes. The church experiences these
challenges in her mission of preaching and evangelization. The church, however, is relentless in
keeping the faith alive – trusting in God’s abiding presence, on the inspiring basis of the Great
Commission in Matt 28:19-20.
While one can unequivocally affirm that meaningful progress has been recorded in terms of
propagating the faith, despite the increasing obstacles, there is so much to be done in order to
sustain the faith of the people. With this background in mind, the aim of this work is to examine
how Matt 28:16-20 applies in particular to the work of evangelization in Northern Nigeria. I shall
first perform an exegesis of Matt 28:16-20, then survey the role accorded to it in recent papal
teaching on evangelization, and lastly apply it to the context of Northern Nigeria.
0.1 THE THESIS PROBLEM
While the Church in other parts of the country continues to enjoy relative peace and
progress in its mission of evangelization, the story is different in Northern Nigeria. Persecution
has continued to ravage the Church. The hate and resentment shown to Christians is now
outright. This is evident in the recent attacks on the Christians in Southern Kaduna between July
21 to 24, 2020 by the so called “Fulani Herdsmen;” leaving at least 43 people dead as reported

by the media.4 They attack Christian communities, kill, maim, burn down houses and even
abduct some members of the community for ransom. The unfortunate reality is that the
government is yet to make an arrest of the perpetrators. It has also remained silent about the
attacks and killings and has taken no stringent measures to curb or prevent the attacks on
Christians in the state.
In recent times, the faith of many Christians has been put to the test. Some of them are
beginning to ask questions such as: Where is God in the midst of the attacks? Is God still faithful
to His promises? Some are faced with the temptation of abandoning the Christian faith to
embrace the African Traditional Religion (ATR) which allows them to protect themselves, even
by using diabolic means.
As mentioned earlier, despite the meaningful progress recorded in sowing the seed of the
gospel so far in Northern Nigeria, there is still work to be done in nurturing and sustaining the
seed so that it may take deep roots, grow and bear fruits that perpetuate. The faith and hopes of
the people need to be revived. This thesis will seek to rekindle the hopes of the Christians in
Northern Nigeria on the inspiring basis of the Great Commission and Jesus’ promise in Matt
28:20. The Christians would have to believe and trust in the reassuring words of Jesus “I am with
you always, to the close of the age” (v.20 RSV). For this “was an announcement of victory even
in the midst of persecution.”5
0.2 AIM AND OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY
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This thesis aims to: 1) perform an exegesis of the Great Commission passage in Mt
28:16-20; 2) survey its role in recent papal encyclical teaching on the Church’s mission of
Evangelization; and 3) explore how the passage and its papal interpretation may apply to the
challenges facing evangelization in Northern Nigeria.
Northern Nigeria is predominantly Muslim. As such the Christians live in hostile,
challenging and trying circumstances. Many Christians today, especially those in Southern
Kaduna, live in perpetual fear as they can be attacked at any given time by the “Fulani
Herdsmen.” Thus, this thesis is intended as a resource for reflection on issues of Christian
persecution and the need for ongoing evangelization for use in sermons, catechetical instructions,
lectures, and seminars. The ultimate goal is to revive the hopes of the Christians in Northern
Nigeria, giving them reasons to believe and trust in the reassuring words and promises of the
risen Lord. It is also to remind and challenge Christians, especially Church leaders and
catechetical instructors, to see evangelization as an integral part and an identity of the Church, so
that despite the hostility, the gospel must be preached that all nations may become the people of
God. In this way, it is hoped, the study will help the Christians look to the future with optimism
and confidence.
0.3 METHODOLOGY
Fulfilling the first two aims of my study will serve the fulfillment of the final, third aim.
Thus, first, I will survey commentators’ perspectives on Matthew 28:16-20. Taking into
cognizance the first part of Dei Verbum no. 12, which encourages the use of the various modern
methods of exegesis, I will do an exegetical study on the historical and literary contexts, as well
as the literary form of the passage. And through a verse-by-verse analysis, I will explain the

important elements (key words or themes) in each verse. I will also examine other Books of the
Gospel with similar mandate or commission, and explain what makes the Matthean account
different or special.
Second, I will do a theological reflection on the passage. Here I will focus on what Paul
VI in Evangelii Nuntiandi, John Paul II in Redemptoris Missio, and Pope Francis in Evangelii
Gaudium have to say about the passage under study with regard to evangelization in our modern
times. This I will do in accord with the second part of Dei Verbum no. 12, which speaks about
interpreting a passage within the living tradition of the whole church.
Third, taking into account what the 1993 document of the Pontifical Biblical
Commission, The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church, says about “actualization” and
“inculturation,”6 I will examine the work of evangelization by the church in Northern Nigeria in
relation to Matthew 28:16-20 and her efforts in contending with the activities of “Boko Haram”
and the “Fulani Herdsmen.” In examining how Matt 28:16-20 applies in particular to the work of
evangelization by the church in Northern Nigeria, I will attempt to review and estimate how
much the church has done with regard to evangelization by exploring several studies and
documents. These include the document from the Catholic Bishops Conference of Nigeria
(CBCN) “The New Evangelization in the Life and Mission of the Church: the Nigeria
Experience and the Responses from the Lineamenta for the 2012 Synod on the New
Evangelization,” the works of Fr. Peter Tanko, Bishop Anthony Gbuji, Ibrahim Bitrus and
several others. Peter Tanko’s The Christian Association of Nigeria and the Challenges of the
Ecumenical Imperative analyzes the evangelizing mission of the church. Anthony Gbuji’s A
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Handbook on New Evangelization in Nigeria explores the beginning and growth of new
evangelization in Nigeria. In his work The Persecution of the Church in Northern Nigeria: a
Theological Response, Ibrahim Bitrus explores the effects of the activities of “Boko Haram” and
the challenges persecution poses to the church in Northern Nigeria. I will use the work of
Ibrahim Bitrus to explore the pastoral challenges bedeviling the church in Northern Nigeria.
Finally, I wish to use Anthony Gbuji’s insight on the special areas of development in new
evangelization to explore what would benefit the church in Northern Nigeria.

CHAPTER ONE
1.0 INTRODUCTION
Matthew 28:16-20, known as the “Great Commission”, “has been called an anticipated
parousia, a partial fulfillment of Daniel’s vision of the Son of Man” (Dan 7:13).7 It is the final
scene in the Gospel of Matthew; and it narrates the appearance of the risen Jesus to his disciples,
thereby culminating the Gospel story. This passage consists of five verses and is divided
basically into two parts: (1) Jesus’ appearance to the disciples in Galilee (vv. 16-17); and (2) The
Great Commission (vv. 18-20). It is in this passage (especially vv. 18-20) that we hear the last
words of the risen Jesus, and in these last words of the risen Jesus we have many of the most
central themes of the Gospel embedded. Many interpreters believe that these last verses of the
Gospel are the key to understanding the whole of Matthew’s Gospel.
In this chapter, I will do four things: first, I will examine the historical context of the
passage, taking into consideration the setting and time; second, I will examine the literary
context and structure of the passage; third, I will do a verse by verse analysis of the passage
paying particular attention to words/phrases that need further explanation, including those that
are relevant or significant for my thesis; and fourth I will examine the different themes
embedded in the passage.
1.1 HISTORICAL CONTEXT: SETTING
The final scene of the appearance of Jesus to his disciples is placed on “the mountain” in
Galilee. The evangelist left this mountain unnamed. This is not remarkable given that in the first
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Benedict T. Viviano, The Gospel According to Matthew in Raymond E. Brown et al (eds.), The New Jerome Biblical
Commentary (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1990), 674.

Gospel the many mountains that Jesus visits are left unnamed (4:8; 5:1; 8:1; 14:23; 15:29; 17:1),
the only mountain Matthew mentions by name is the “Mount of Olives” (26:30). For John
McKenzie, this mountain lies in the same geographical order as the mountain of temptation (4:8),
the mountain of the sermon (5:1), and the mountain of transfiguration (17:1).8 Sparks argues that
“some scholars have identified this location with the mount of transfiguration (Matthew 17).
Most others suspect that the mountain represents a concluding inclusio that brings us back again
to the mountain on which Jesus first delivered his new law (chaps. 5-7).”9 In the final analysis,
however, Sparks subscribes to the inclusio because it suits the context better. I also align with
this position as Jesus is always seen teaching on the mountain. We see Jesus teaching with
“authority” on the first mountain associated with his teaching (7:29), and we hear him speak to
his disciples of being given “authority” on this last mountain (28:18). Thus, these two mountains
are related by the theme of “authority.”
Following Jesus’ order (Matt. 28:10), the disciples go to Galilee. This is the place where
it all started. The place “where Jesus grew into manhood (2:22-23), where the first apostles were
recruited (4:18-22), and where the message of the kingdom first sounded forth (4:12-17). And
just as Galilee is the launching point for the mission of Jesus to Israel, it is also the take-off point
for a mission to the whole world (v. 19).10 Thus, the resurrected Jesus brings the disciples back to
their first experience as followers of Jesus the Nazarene in order to give them the mission
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John L. McKenzie, The Gospel According to Matthew in Raymond E. Brown et al (eds.), The Jerome Biblical
Commentary (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1968), 113.
9
Kenton L. Sparks, “Gospel as Conquest: Mosaic Typology in Matthew 28:16-20”, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly,
Vol. 68, no. 4 (2006), 660.
10
Mitch and Sri, Matthew, 370.

command. This action implies “a continuity between the earthly Jesus and the resurrected Jesus,
a continuity which v. 20 will explicitly emphasize.”11
Study of the first Gospel shows that Galilee is also the place called “Galilee of the
nations” (Matt. 4:15). It is the place nearest to Syria, to the countries inhabited by the non-Jews
[who soon came to see what Jesus was doing, Matt 4:24]. While it is true that the whole story is
placed on “the mountain,” “no indication is given as to what mountain it is, nor is there any word
of Jesus telling the disciples to go to that mountain. It has here more theological than
geographical significance; it does not fit into the story, but fits into what Matthew wants to
emphasize with regard to content.”12 It is worthwhile to note that in the first Gospel, the
“mountain” is connected with the temptation, Sermon on the Mount, and transfiguration, as well
as with times of special communication between the Father and the Son.13
1.2 TIME
In Matthew, this is the only Resurrection appearance of Jesus to his disciples, apart from
that made manifest to the women returning from the tomb (28:9-10). The Acts of the Apostles
says that Jesus was appearing to his disciples after his Resurrection for over a period of forty
days. Thus the disciples would have traveled from Jerusalem (where they were at Jesus’ death
and Resurrection) back to Galilee for this scene and then back to Jerusalem by the time of the
ascension.
1.3 LITERARY CONTEXT
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Jacques Matthey, “The Great Commission According to Matthew”, International Review of Mission (1980), 162.
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Grant Osborne, “Redaction Criticism and the Great Commission: A Case Study Toward a Biblical Understanding
of Inerrancy”, Journal of the Evangelical Society, 2 (1976), 76.
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Taking into cognizance the literary context of Matthew 28:16-20, we see that it is placed
at the end of the Gospel. As such it concludes Matthew’s narrative. Examining the structure of
the first Gospel, this passage falls under the last part which narrates Jesus’ Passion and
Resurrection (Matt 26-28) – the climax of Matthew’s Gospel and the Matthean Easter story. This
passage “not only concludes the resurrection narrative and the Book of Matthew as a whole but,
many believe also summarizes the message of the first gospel itself.”14
Within the part on the Passion and Resurrection, the passage comes immediately after the
Report of the Guard (28:11-15) which is in the section about the Resurrection of Jesus (28:1-15).
Matt 18:16-20 presents the final appearance of Jesus before his disciples. Here, Jesus restores
their hope and then commissions them, with an assurance of his presence.
Matthew 28:16 “is the first scene in which the disciples have appeared since they fled
during the arrest of Jesus (26:56).” Matthew understands, presumably, that they remained in
Jerusalem until they received the message of the women, who relayed what they were told by the
angel (28:7) and by Jesus himself (28:10). By this time, the disciples have come to faith in the
risen Jesus and the reconciling message that they are still his brothers. “The basis for this faith is
not an appearance of Jesus to them, but the testimony of the women, which they have accepted.
The mountain corresponds to the mountain in 5:1 and 17:1; and its meaning should be sought in
Matthew’s theology rather than in geography.”15
1.4 STRUCTURE

14

Osborne, “Redaction Criticism and the Great Commission,“ 73.
M. Eugene Boring, “The Gospel of Matthew,” The New Interpreter’s Bible Vol. VIII (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1995), 502.
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This passage is composed of two parts: (1) Jesus’ appearance to the disciples in Galilee (vv.
16-17), and (2) The Great Commission (vv. 18-20).
1. Jesus’ Appearance to the Disciples in Galilee (vv16-17): This consists of an introduction
which is formulated from the perspective of the disciples, and includes the description of
the situation – appearance on the mountain (v. 16) and the reaction of the disciples to
Jesus’ appearance – they worship, but some doubt (v. 17).
2. The Great Commission (vv. 18-20): this is where Jesus now comes to the disciples and
begins to speak. The words of Jesus here contain three elements. The first is a word of
authority, which implies the universal authority of Jesus (v. 18). The second is the
commissioning to disciple the world (vv. 19-20a) consisting of an imperative to “make
disciples” that is elucidated by two participial clauses: “baptizing” and “teaching.” And
the third is a promise of the universal presence of Jesus with the church (v. 20b).16
1.5 VERSE BY VERSE ANALYSIS
28:16
The final episode in Matthew’s gospel (28:16-20) begins by telling us that “the eleven
disciples went to Galilee…” They are now “eleven” because of the death of Judas who betrayed
Jesus (Matt. 27:5). In analyzing the phrase “to Galilee,” one question readily comes to mind:
“Why Galilee?” Galilee is a significant place in the gospel of Matthew. The reader may recall
that it was the place of the reception of the gospel message (“Galilee of the Gentiles” Matt. 4:15;
cf. Isa 8:23-9:1 LXX) as opposed to Judea where Jesus is rejected and eventually crucified. Its
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Ulrich Luz, Matthew 21-28: A Commentary (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress, 2005), 615-616.

significance does not only entail Jesus beginning his ministry there. It entails more because it is
precisely the place where Israel was first invaded by the Gentiles (Assyrians in 2 Kings 15:29).
As per the appearance in Galilee, one may recall also that Galilee had been predicted by
Jesus and the angel (26:32; 28:7, 10). That Jesus ordered the disciples to go to “Galilee”
emphasizes his desire “to reconstitute his disciples as the apostolic band especially in the place
where they had been trained and spent the major part of their ministry.”17 Thus, Galilee now also
becomes the place where the mission to the Gentiles (all nation) as commanded by the risen
Jesus (v. 19) begins.
The phrase “to the mountain” is also a phrase that needs to be given attention. This I will
do in the next section since I will be discussing “mountain” as a theme.
28:17
The disciples have had several days to come to terms with the idea of Jesus’ resurrection
and are anticipating a meeting with him. One would readily expect that their reaction should not
be one of bewilderment: they know what they are seeing. But to our utter amazement, we read
that while “they worshiped,” “some doubted.” This brings us to the two important phrases in this
verse that need to be analyzed to grasp fully why the disciples acted the way they did: “they
worshipped” and “but some doubted.”
Study of the gospel of Matthew shows that the act of worship (pay homage) is always
accompanied by prostration (cf. the Magi in 2:11; the woman in 28:9 who embrace his feet and
worship him). The reader may also recall that in response to the request of the devil’s temptation
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Grant R. Osborne, Matthew, Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010),
1077.

that he prostrates before him and worship him (Matt. 4:9-10), Jesus quotes Deuteronomy 6:13 to
bring to the consciousness of the devil the reality of the fact that only the Lord God is to be
worshipped. Thus, the use of the verb “worship” to refer to Jesus in this verse vividly points to
Jesus’ divinity. That is, they worshipped Jesus because he is divine – they recognized him as the
“Son of God.” Now the next question that readily comes to mind is why some of them doubted?
In analyzing this doubt, France in his commentary says that the verb distazo occurs only
once in the NT, where it describes Peter’s loss of confidence in the face of the elements in 14:31;
interestingly, there, too, the “doubt” is linked with “worship” (14:33) where the disciples
worshipped Jesus (do him homage) and recognize him as “Son of God,” after He walks on the
water. Thus, the doubt here does not denote intellectual doubt so much as practical uncertainty,
being in two minds. In this context, it could indicate that some were not sure whether it was
Jesus that they were seeing (cf. the recognition problem in Luke 24:16, 31-32, 37; John 20:15;
21:4-7). However, it indicates, more likely, that they did not know how to respond to Jesus in
this new situation. Here, Jesus was familiar and yet now different.18
Mitch and Sri also throw more light on the expression “but some doubted” (as in RSV,
NRSV, NIV). They say that the expression would indicate a divided response among the
disciples with some believing and others holding back, at least initially.19 I agree with this
position, especially as it summarizes France’s position above. Thus, the action (doubt) of the
disciples here implies a hesitation as to the fittingness of worshipping Jesus (recall Matt. 4:10;
Deut 6:13). However, Jesus would go further to resolve the doubt of his disciples by telling them
of his divine authority v. 18 (which he possesses in heaven and on earth); and so indicating that
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France, The Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2007), 1111.
Mitch and Sri, Matthew, 370.

they may believe that it is indeed fitting for them to worship him (without abolishing God’s
command in Deut 6:13). After all, Jesus fulfills his words in Matt. 5:17; he has come not to
abolish the law and the prophets but to fulfill them.
The words “worship” and “doubt” are two words that will be given more attention in the
next section on the themes and also in Chapter 3. Doing so will serve to help address the
situation of the Christians in Northern Nigeria because some now doubt the existence of God and
even doubt reasons why they should worship God as they experience persecutions. I am
optimistic this will help give the Christians a new focus and perspective.
28:18
Upon coming to his disciples, Jesus starts speaking to them first by establishing the basis
for his command here, his absolute all-embracing authority as Risen Lord. And so Jesus states,
“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (v. 18). Now, what does it mean to
possess authority “in heaven and on earth” and what does this assertion of the risen Jesus
reminds us of? That he possesses authority “in heaven and on earth” presupposes the universality
of Jesus’ authority. That is, he is the Lord of the entire universe. It also means that his authority
is “divine.” This assertion of Jesus of being given authority “in heaven and on earth” echoes Dan
7:14: “To him was given dominion and glory and kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and
languages should serve him,” a kingdom which is to be everlasting and indestructible.20 One
should recall that the Son of Man was given “authority” in heaven, an authority later claimed “on
earth” (Matt 9:6: “the Son of Man has authority on earth”; Matt 21:23: “By what authority are
you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?”; Matt7:29: “he taught them as one
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having authority”). One should recall also that Jesus’ claim to have authority “on earth” is
demonstrated earlier with the announcement that accompanied the healing of the paralytic (Matt
9:6: “the Son of Man has authority on earth”). The heavenly authority of Jesus entails even
commanding the angels (Matt 16:27: “the Son of Man is to come with his angels in the glory of
his Father”; 24:31; 25:31: “the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him”).21
Thus, it is the “divine authority” which Jesus possesses “in heaven and on earth” that forms the
basis for the commission which follows in vv. 19-20.
The divine passive “has been given” presupposes that this authority/power comes from
God himself, and it has been called the enthronement of the Messiah as eschatological ruler and
judge. Thus, this authority is not an entirely new one, for it is linked to the authority Jesus
displayed throughout his earthly ministry as noted in the preceding paragraph. However, it is a
new level of authority at the same time, as Jesus receives from his Father his preexistent glory
and authority (a further link to the transfiguration).22 The word “authority” will be examined
extensively in the next section on the themes.
20:19
Possessed with all the authority in heaven and on earth, the risen Jesus now confers a
missionary mandate on his disciples: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (v. 19). Thus, the entire
world is declared a mission field, its diverse peoples and communities being the “many” for
whom Jesus shed his blood (26:28).23 Therefore, the universal authority of the risen Jesus makes
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possible the universal mission. In my analysis of this verse, I shall pay particular attention to the
following words/phrases:
▪

Go – This is the first word in the command given by the risen Jesus to his disciples. It
denotes a missionary command/mandate from Jesus to his disciples. The command “Go”
is the same as the one given to the women by the risen Lord upon his appearance to them
in Matt. 28:7, 10. In this command “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations,” we
see that the mission of the disciples, previously limited to the house of Israel (Matt. 10:57), now extends to all the nations (and in the context of this thesis, to nations like
Nigeria). This is in fulfillment of the promise to Abraham (Gen 22:18; cf. 12:3). That is,
the promise to Abraham to bless all nations is fulfilled in Jesus, the son of Abraham
(Matt. 1:1).

▪

Make Disciples – Taking the phrase “make disciples” into cognizance, I will like to
delve into what it really means as well as what is involved in making disciples especially
in the context of my work. To do so, it is worthwhile to note that in Matthew, the verb
“make disciple” occurs also in 13:25 and 27:57. Elsewhere in the New Testament, it
occurs in Acts 14:21.
To “make disciples” is to reach out especially through preaching, teaching and living out
the word. And in this context, through evangelizing – a concept I will develop in the
second and third chapter of this work regarding evangelization in the Northern Nigeria
context. To “make disciples” also entails breaking new grounds and winning new
converts - which is also through the evangelization process. However, taking into
cognizance the peculiar situation of Northern Nigeria, one comes to the realization that
“making disciples” transcends just breaking new grounds or winning new converts

(evangelization), and extends to strengthening the faith of those who already believe and
those who are on the verge of giving up the faith due to constant persecution. This will
also entail bringing them to a deeper (ongoing) understanding of the gospel and to deep
commitment to its ideals. That is, make them stronger and committed disciples. So that
they do not abandon the faith. It is in this light that Osborne says that “the command is
not to evangelize but to perform a broader and deeper task of ‘discipling’”24 – making
disciples (28:19).
▪

Baptizing – The command in the Great Commission also entails “baptizing them in the
name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” This phrase recalls Jesus’
baptism in 3:16-17 where we have the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit all present
(Trinitarian reference). Thus, the phrase links the Son with the Father and the Holy Spirit
in a single “name.” Little wonder that France concludes that “the fact that the three divine
persons are spoken of as having a single ‘name’ is a significant pointer towards the
Trinitarian doctrine of three persons in one God.”25 In commanding his disciples to
“baptize,” the risen Jesus “launches baptism as the primary sacrament of initiation into
the Christian faith,” thereby making baptism a prerequisite for authentic discipleship.
Again, it is worthwhile to note that the qualifying phrase “in the name of” takes different
forms in the new Testament (Acts 2:38: “in the name of Jesus Christ”; 8:16: “in the name
of the Lord Jesus”; 19:5: “in the name of the Lord Jesus”).26 But Matthew’s “Father, Son,
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and Holy Spirit” is quite distinctive. No doubt it is the Matthean use that predominated in
later Christian baptismal practice.27
One should recall that following the mention of baptism in 3:13-17, this is the only time
baptism is mentioned again in the Gospel of Matthew in connection with Jesus. And it is
difficult to tell whether those who followed Jesus were actually baptized, even though
one would think they were baptized by John the Baptist. One should recall also that Jesus
spoke of the baptism of John as an entirely different rite (21:25). Furthermore, John on
the other hand predicted the kind of baptism Jesus would bring: “with the Holy Spirit and
fire” (3:11). In this regard, one would readily think of the Pentecost experience (Acts 2:34). However, here at the end of Matthew, Jesus commands his disciples to baptize “in the
name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit” (28:19). For me, this is what
is most important – that the new disciples be baptized in the name of the Trinity (the
Trinitarian formula). This is exactly what the church in Northern Nigeria, does with the
new converts.
28:20
Verse 20 emphasizes “teaching” the baptized converts everything Jesus had commanded and
provides an assurance of his abiding presence: “teaching them to observe all that I have
commanded you; and behold, I am with you always, to the close of the age.” The following
word/phrases in this verse are very significant and need further explanation:
▪

Teaching – Jesus commands that the new disciples be taught to observe all that he has
commanded. This command echoes Exodus 7:2, especially as found in the Septuagint:
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“You shall speak all that I command you.” Thus, the disciples are to make disciples; the
new disciples are to learn what Jesus had taught the original disciples. Earlier in
Matthew’s narrative it has been Jesus who has always been the “Teacher” (8:19; 9:11;
12:38; 17:24; 19:16; 22:16, 24, 36; 26:18). We see Jesus teaching at different times and
to different people (4:23; 9:35; 11:1; 13:54; 21:23; 22:16; 26:55). One may recall that
Matthew tells us that at the Sermon on the Mount, “he began to teach them” (5:2).
Matthew also emphasizes that Jesus the Teacher teaches – with “authority” (7:29).
However, in this command, the verb “teach” is used with the disciples as subject,
signifying the decisive shift following the death and resurrection of Jesus. This implies
that the disciples who were taught by Jesus are now instructed to teach the new disciples
what they have been taught, this time on his behalf. One may recall that their duty of
teaching derives from the authority of the risen Jesus himself (v. 18). Ipso facto they are
not sent to teach their own thoughts but that which the risen Jesus has “commanded.”
Hence, “to be a disciple is to obey the teaching of Jesus.”28 In this sense, Osborne posits,
and I agree with him, that “the emphasis on obeying ‘everything I have commanded you’
shows that the discourse sections are not really didactic material to be learned but more
importantly practical injunctions to be lived.”29
▪

Behold – This word occurs six times in the final chapter of Matthew (28:2, 7[2x], 9, 11,
20). The use of the word “behold” in chapter 28 is always in reference to a significant
message which is to follow. The final use of “behold” in verse 20 “points to the dramatic
truth that provides a proper conclusion to this commission and to the gospel as a
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whole.”30 It draws our attention to the promise that follows – the assurance of the
presence of the risen Jesus.
▪

I am with you always – Conscious of how daunting the task saddled on the disciples
would be, the risen Jesus offers a promise of future support: “I am with you always” (v.
20). These are indeed words of assurance; an assurance of his eternal presence. Jesus here
is fulfilling the meaning of his name – Emmanuel. One may recall the prophecy cited at
the beginning of the gospel: “Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and his
name shall be called Emmanuel (which means, God-with-us)” (Matt. 1:23; cf. Isa. 7:14).
Thus, by virtue of the birth of his Son Jesus, “God became present with his people in a
special way.”31 This phrase is significant for my work as it points to the reality of the fact
that God is always with the Church in Northern Nigeria despite the challenges posed by
persecution. It also reinvigorates and gives hope.
The assurance of God’s abiding presence empowers and gives hope and courage even
when the task or command seems daunting and unrealizable. This is evident even from
the Old Testament commission scenes. France buttresses this point when he says that “in
the OT commissioning scenes the assurance of God’s presence was to empower his often
inadequate servants to fulfill the task he had called them to (Exod. 3:12; 4:12; Josh. 1:5,
9; Judg. 6:16; Jer. 1:8; cf. also the angel sent with the Israelites in Exod. 23:20-23).”32
Therefore, Jesus is not leaving his Church forlorn. He remains with the church
community (18:20) in the Eucharist (26:26-28).
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▪

To the close of the age – This phrase is indicative that Matthew’s Gospel is open-ended.
Hence, Davies and Allison say that Matt. 28:16-20 “is open-ended ending.”33 The phrase
“to the close of the age” also points to the reality of the fact that Jesus’ abiding presence
lasts forever. Since this is the case, it suffices to say that the “you” to whom he is present
is not restricted to the disciples alone, but all the readers of the Gospel of Matthew
throughout time. This applies, ipso facto, to the Christians in Northern Nigeria.

By and large, in speaking to and commissioning his disciples, the risen Jesus restores the
broken relationship (as indicated by his words to the women, v. 10) and the words he now utters
will leave their failure far behind, swallowed up in the much greater reality of the mission to
which they are now called. In this final scene, the disciples themselves did not utter words as the
focus falls mainly on Jesus himself. This is indicative that the role of the disciples is simply to
listen, to understand, and to obey.
1.6 THEMATIC OVERVIEW
In these final words of the risen Jesus (28:16-20), many of the most central themes of the
Gospel are embedded. This buttresses the reason why Rogers says that the “Great Commission
scene is noted for its complexity and drawing together of various themes in the Gospel of
Matthew.”34 These themes help to throw light on the meaning of the Great Commission.35 In this
study, however, I shall narrow my focus to the following themes:
1.6.1 MOUNTAIN
33
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The mountain is the Matthean symbolic place for at least three themes: Jesus’ selfrevelation (5:1),36 his working of miracles (15:29), and of communion with God (14:23; 17:1).
Thus, in the Gospel of Matthew, the mountain is usually understood to be the place of revelation,
the new Mount Sinai. It is worthwhile to note that it is only Matthew that put Jesus on “a (very)
high mountain” for the last temptation in 4:8 and for the Transfiguration in 17:1. According to
Matthey, “in addition to Matthew 28, there are three other places in Matthew’s Gospel where
Jesus acts on the ‘mountain’ in Galilee. One of them, Jesus’ lonely prayer (14:23), is taken from
Mark’s text. The other two (Matt. 5-7, Matt. 15:29f) bear the signs of Matthean editorial work
and can be seen as illustrations of the summary of Jesus’ activity which we find in 4:23 and
9:35.”37
We find other mentions of “mountains” in the parables or other sayings and even in the
name “Mount of Olives” (26:30). However, when it is theologically significant, the symbol of
the mountain expresses the place where Jesus manifests his authority as Son of God.38
“Mountain” according to Davies and Allison recalls other mountain scenes, especially 4:8 where
Jesus refuses to accept from the devil what he will later accept from the Father.39 Again one may
recall, regarding mountain, that as Jesus taught as one with “authority” on the first mountain
(7:29), so from this last mountain he declares that he has now been given “all authority”.40
1.6.2 WORSHIP/DOUBT
The importance of the theme of “worship” in the Gospel of Matthew cannot be
overemphasized. Matthew begins and ends his Gospel with the worship of Jesus. We find the
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first instance of the worship of Jesus early on in the Gospel. Jesus was first worshiped as an
infant by the Magi (2:11). The last scene of the worship of Jesus is found in the Great
Commission at the end of the Gospel (28:17). It is, therefore, evident that the Gospel of Matthew
is “framed at the beginning and the end with the theme of the worship of Jesus.” 41 Hence, “just
like the first scene of the worship of Jesus, the last scene helped the audience understand the
divinity of Jesus in the context of the rich Jewish and Gentile traditions.”42 In the worship of
Jesus, his identity is revealed.
Kim explains the worship of Jesus vis-à-vis his identity when he states that “the worship
of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew plays a decisive role in revealing the identity of Jesus. It
presumably reflects the form and the content of the Matthean worship of Jesus. The Matthean
community proclaimed Jesus as the King and Messiah, presented him as the ‘Son of God’ and
the ‘I am’ who has all authority in heaven and on earth, and tried to stress that the proper
response to the presence of his divine epiphany was worship.”43
One may recall the reaction of the disciples when they saw the resurrected Jesus (Matt.
28:17). While it is true that some of the disciples fell down to worship Jesus (which is the proper
response to the presence of the divine), it is also true that some doubted. Thus, there are “two
terms” that captures our attention as far as the attitude of the disciples is concerned when
confronted with the resurrected: “submission” and “doubt.” When they saw the risen Jesus, they
fell on their knees in submission and they doubt. According to Matthey, the attitude of the
disciples in the first instance is the “attitude of respect, submission and adoration which people
express when they meet a king (the magi and Herod in 2:2,8,11, the unforgiving servant in
41
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18:26: these verses are Matthean special material). It is the gesture that should be reserved for
expressing submission to and adoration of God himself (Jesus’ answer to Satan in 4:10)”44
However, the attitude of the disciples in the second instance is that of “doubt.” To fully have a
grasp of what transpired here, we have to understand etymologically what the verb “doubt”
means.
The word is from the verb “distazo” which can mean to “hesitate” as well as “doubt.” It
does not in any way connote “unbelief” as some people would think. Thus, that some of the
disciples doubted the risen Jesus does not mean that they were thrown into “unbelief.” Certain
thoughts or concerns arising in their hearts may have warranted the doubt. They may have
“doubted that it was really Jesus or that he really was alive (as in the famous example of
‘doubting Thomas’ in John 20:24-228).”45 Again, taking the mission of Jesus into cognizance,
they may have been entertaining questions like: Jesus may have been raised, what of the
promised kingdom of God? In what way would Jesus now “save his people” (one may recall
Matt 1:22, “he will save his people from their sins”)? In what sense have the messianic and
restoration prophecies of Scripture been fulfilled? What are the disciples to do now? What
purpose the mission of Jesus now had, and what purpose they as disciples now had? However,
the risen Jesus did not leave them to wallow in their doubts and confusion. Instead, he responds
with commands, instruction, and assurance.46 By and large, it is evident that the disciples are still
growing in their faith and understanding and have not yet reached maturity. And this growth in
faith and understanding comes to maturity with the passage of time and their participation in
disseminating the gospel.
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It is worthwhile to note that the verb “distazo” occurs in the New Testament only in Matt.
28:17 and Matt. 14:31.47 For instance, in the passage about Peter’s “little faith” (14:31), Peter
exhibited only a “little faith” which resulted in his failure to really walk on the water. As a result,
Jesus asked him: “Why did you doubt?” It is important to note here that Peter did not doubt
Jesus’ power; rather he “hesitated or was uncertain”48 Undoubtedly, hesitation in the midst of
worship is a paradox well known to most believers; certainly Matthew’s readers would identify
with the problem.
1.6.3 AUTHORITY
The gospel has always portrayed Jesus as one who has and acts with authority. In the gospel
of Matthew, Jesus displays an authority that is both human and divine at different times and at
different levels. At some point, he shows his authority over the people; while at some other point
he shows his authority over nature – these he manifests through his words and deeds. Now, I will
survey instances where Jesus manifests his authority and also where the word authority is used in
relation to Jesus in Matthew’s gospel, as well as the kind of authority displayed in such
instances.
▪

Authority to heal (4:23-24; 8:29-32; 9:35; 12:22; 17:18) – The authority displayed by
Jesus here pertains to his deed. We see him going about and healing the people; we also
see Jesus setting those tormented by demons free.

▪

Authority to teach (7:29) – This is an authority that has to do with Jesus’ word. In this
instance, we see him teaching the people with authority – even more than their scribes
could.
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▪

Authority to forgive sins (9:6, 8) – By healing the paralytic, Jesus manifests his
authority not just to heal but also to forgive sins.

▪

Authority to judge (13:41) – In this instance Jesus talks of his authority to judge the
people. This passage also implies Jesus’ authority even over the angels.

▪

Divine Authority (21:23-27) – Jesus tells us the source or origin of his authority. His
authority to perform deeds comes from God and not from human beings.

▪

Authority to pass his “authority” (10:1) – Jesus displays his authority when he
summoned disciples and gave them authority over unclean spirits to drive them out and to
cure every disease and every illness. Thus, his authority over demons is one that may also
be exercised by his disciples.

▪

Universal authority (28:18) – In this verse, Jesus tells us that his authority is both
complete (all) and universal in its extent (in heaven and earth).

Commenting on the theme of authority, Peter O’Brien writes that “the theme of authority
(exousia) is mentioned frequently in the Synoptic Gospels and it occurs at significant points in
Matthew to designate the divine authority of the earthly Jesus.”49 By and large, the passage of the
Great Commission shows the “absoluteness” and “universality” of Jesus’ authority. Thus the
risen Jesus has “authority” in the entire universe – an “authority” that is unlimited.
1.6.4 NATIONS
Earlier in the gospel of Matthew, Jesus prohibits his disciples from taking the message of
the gospel to the Gentiles (10:5). However, in the long run Jesus speaks in relation to “all the
nations” (24:9, 14; 25:32) giving us a glimpse of the universality of the proclamation of the good
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news of the kingdom. Thus, “it is the desire of Jesus that the mission is extended more widely
until ‘all nations’ are included in its scope. The commission therefore is to go far beyond Israel,
but that does not require that Israel be excluded.”50
No wonder Scaer posits that “Matthew 28:16-20 serves as an ecclesiological pericope
which defines God’s people no longer exclusively as Israel but inclusively by bringing in the
Gentiles.”51 Thus, “all nations” not only terminates the prohibition of 10:5-6; it announces the
realization of the promise made to Abraham (cf. 1:1; also Gen 12:3; 18:18; 22:18).52
The phrase “all the nations” consummates Matthew’s emphasis on the universal mission.
The phrase encompasses both the Jewish and Gentile mission. Therefore, “the coming of the
Magi (2:1-12) plus Jesus’ mission including the centurion (8:5-13), Gadarene demoniacs (8:2834), and the Canaanite woman (15:21-28) have all prepared for this command.”53 By and large
the phrase “all nations” is all embracing and signifies that “all” are equal and important in the
sight of God, and also worthy of the message of the gospel.
1.7 CONCLUSION
In this chapter, I have examined the passage of the Great Commission (Matt. 28:16-20)
drawing from my personal reflection on the passage and other related commentaries. In my
analyses of the passage I explored many words and phrases (like “doubt”, “evangelization”, “I
am with you” etc.) but this does not mean that the work is done as far as the words and phrases
are concerned. As I indicated in the course of my analyses of the passage, there are some words
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and phrases that need more explanation because of their significance for my work. These words
and phrases will be developed further in chapters two and three.
Reflecting on the Gospel of Matthew holistically, we see that “just as Jesus began his
teaching ministry on a Mosaic note, by delivering his great sermon on the mountain (Matt 5-7),
now he concludes his earthly ministry on a similar note.”54 Thus, from Jesus’ command to his
disciples, one can deduce that he sent them out to conquer the nations, not with the sword but
with a message of redemption.
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CHAPTER TWO
2.0 INTRODUCTION
The Church and evangelization can best be described as “two sides of a coin.” In fact,
they are interwoven – the Church exists to evangelize; and this buttresses why Pope Paul VI says
that evangelizing is in fact the grace and vocation proper to the Church, her deepest identity. She
exists in order to evangelize, that is to say, in order to preach and teach, to be the channel of the
gift of grace, to reconcile sinners with God, and to perpetuate Christ’s sacrifice in the Mass,
which is the memorial of His death and glorious resurrection”55. Thus, the Church exists to
disseminate the message of the Gospel to all and sundry.
Considering the life and mission of the Church in its entirety, one can validly assert that
evangelization is at the heart of the Church – evangelization is at the heart of the Second Vatican
Council as well as the pontificates of all the popes following the council. Their teaching is based
on the risen Jesus’ missionary mandate to the disciples: “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all
the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit”
(Matt. 28:19). In this chapter, I shall explore what Paul VI in Evangelii Nuntiandi, John Paul II
in Redemptoris Missio and Pope Francis in Evangelii Gaudium have to say about the passage of
study with regard to evangelization in our modern times.
2.1 POPE PAUL VI ON EVANGELIZATION
Pope Paul VI, in September 1974, convened a synod to meet in order to define what
Catholics mean by “evangelization.” In 1975, Pope Paul VI issued the apostolic exhortation
Evangelii Nuntiandi (on “Evangelization in the Modern World”), which reflects the work of that
55
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synod. The exhortation affirms the role of every Christian, not only ordained ministers, priests,
and deacons, or religious, or professional church staff, in spreading the Gospel of Jesus Christ. It
also gives theological principles to guide members in understanding what is meant by the word
“evangelization” and how it applies to the average Roman Catholic.
In this document, the Pope, drawing together the teaching of the Second Vatican
Council,56 described evangelization as the church’s deepest identity and mission; and that the
church exists in order to evangelize. That “the church exists to evangelize” presupposes the fact
that the onus is on her to proclaim Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit so that people in our
times will open their hearts to him and find in the Lord and in his church salvation from their
sins and the path to authentic holiness.
Evangelii Nuntiandi describes the essential aspects of evangelization as well as its effects
on the one evangelizing and the one being evangelized. The proclamation of the kingdom of God
and salvation for all people through Jesus Christ is at the very core of the Church’s mission and
the essential aspects of evangelization.57 The Pope stresses that to evangelize, one bears witness
to God’s Revelation in Jesus through the Holy Spirit by living a life imbued with Christian
virtues, by proclaiming unceasingly that salvation is offered to all people through the Paschal
Mystery of Christ, and by preaching hope in God’s love for us.58 In this exhortation, the Pope
recognizes that the first proclamation of the Good News is directed ad gentes. However, he went
further to acknowledge the need for the evangelization of the baptized who no longer practice
their faith or are on the verge of giving it up. There the Pope says that evangelization, on the one
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hand, involves the first proclamation of the Good News to those who have never heard it (ad
gentes), and he indicates the need to proclaim the Gospel message to those who follow nonChristian religions. On the other hand, evangelization involves proclaiming the Good News
again to those who have become de-Christianized (what has come to be called “New
Evangelization”).59 He called on the Church to evangelize these two groups, to invite them to a
life of conversion and through the Paschal Mystery of Christ, add new meaning to their life.
2.2 POPE PAUL VI ON THE GREAT COMMISSION PASSAGE
In his apostolic exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi, Pope Paul VI makes reference to the
Great Commission passage on two occasions: in paragraph 15, where he quotes from Matt.
28:19; and in paragraph 61, where he quotes from Matt. 28:20. In the first reference, the pope
stresses how intimately the Church is linked to evangelization from her very origins. He states:
“The Church is born of the evangelizing activity of Jesus and the
Twelve. She is the normal, desired, most immediate and most
visible fruit of this activity: ‘Go, therefore, make disciples of all
the nations.’… Having been born consequently out of being sent,
the Church in her turn is sent by Jesus. The Church remains in the
world when the Lord of glory returns to the Father. She remains as
a sign – simultaneously obscure and luminous – of a new presence
of Jesus, of His departure and of His permanent presence. She
prolongs and continues Him. And it is above all His mission and
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His condition of being an evangelizer that she is called upon to
continue.”60
It is worthy of note here that when the Pope mentions the NT origins of the Church in
connection with the mission of evangelization, the very first NT passage he quotes is the Great
Commission passage. This is significant, it seems to me, as it highlights the importance of the
passage for the theme of evangelization. Thus, the Pope stresses that by virtue of the command
of the risen Jesus “Go, therefore, make disciples of all the nations”, the Church is an evangelizer,
who begins by being evangelized herself in order to retain freshness, vigor and strength
especially to proclaim the Gospel. The Church is also the community of believers, the
community of hope lived and communicated, the community of brotherly love, and the
depositary of the Good News to be proclaimed.
In the second reference, the pope sheds light on the limitless nature of the work of
evangelization incumbent on the Church. That is, the work of spreading the Good News by the
Church can never be limited by space or time. She is entirely and completely evangelizing. He
states:
“Brothers and sons and daughters, at this stage of our reflection,
we wish to pause with you at a question which is particularly
important at the present time. In the celebration of the liturgy, in
their witness before judges and executioners and in their
apologetical texts, the first Christians readily expressed their deep
faith in the Church by describing her as being spread throughout
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the universe. They were fully conscious of belonging to a large
community which neither space nor time can limit: From the just
Abel right to the last of the elect, indeed to the ends of the earth,
‘to the end of time.’”61
The Pope’s use of the phrase “to the end of time” here gives the phrase an extended
meaning. Jesus in 28:20 speaks of his presence in the Church community “to the end of time,”
and now the Pope says that the Church community is without limit “to the end of time.” What
does this mean for us today? It therefore means that it is Jesus’ presence in the Church “to the
end of time” that enables the Church to be universal “to the end of time.” The Pope goes on
further to stress that it is the desire of the Lord that His Church be universal, embracing and
accommodating people of every culture and race. He says: “This is how the Lord wanted His
Church to be: universal, a great tree whose branches shelter the birds of the air, a net which
catches fish of every kind or which Peter drew in filled with one hundred and fifty-three big fish,
a flock which a single shepherd pastures. A universal Church without boundaries or frontiers
except, alas, those of the heart and mind of sinful man.”62
2.3 ST JOHN PAUL II ON EVANGELIZATION
The theme of “evangelization” was central to the pontificate of St. John Paul II. This
necessitated the release of the encyclical Redemptoris Missio (The Mission of the Redeemer),
published on 7 December 1990. The release coincided with the twenty-fifth anniversary of
Vatican II’s Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity, Ad gentes and the fifteenth anniversary
of Evangelii nuntiandi. “The encyclical returns to the use of ‘mission,’ although he uses
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‘evangelization’ interchangeably with it, and speaks of it in a very broad and multifaceted
way.”63 It is devoted to the subject of “the urgency of missionary activity” and in it the pope
wished “to invite the Church to renew her missionary commitment. The encyclical is an
important elaboration on the theme of “New Evangelization.” He emphasized man’s need to be
evangelized by the Church, and stresses that evangelization occurs most effectively when the
Church engages the culture of those she evangelizes. He built on the foundation laid by the
Second Vatican Council and Pope Paul VI as far as the evangelizing mission of the Church is
concerned. By and large, Redemptoris Missio is a successor to Pope Paul VI’s document on
evangelism, Evangelii Nuntiandi, and is a predecessor to Pope Francis’ Evangelii Gaudium.
In his encyclical “Redemptoris Missio,” he renewed the call to all the Christian faithful to
evangelize in the spirit of the Second Vatican Council and Pope Paul VI. St. John Paul II states:
“No believer in Christ, no institution of the Church can avoid this supreme duty: to proclaim
Christ to all peoples.”64 In 1983, he addressed the Catholic bishops of Latin America in Haiti and
called for a New Evangelization: “The commemoration of the half millennium of evangelization
will gain its full energy if it is a commitment, not to re-evangelize but to a New Evangelization,
new in its ardor, methods and expression.”65 This marked the first time St. John Paul II used the
term “New Evangelization” as the theological concept of proclaiming the Gospel anew to those
already evangelized. He called for a “new evangelization” – not new in content, but new “in its
ardor, methods and expression.” The focus of the “new evangelization” calls all to be
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evangelized and then go forth to evangelize others. It is focused on re-proposing the Gospel to
those who have experienced a crisis of faith as well as those who have given up in the faith.
St. John Paul II, in the encyclical Redemptoris Missio, provided three circumstances in
evangelization: (1) preaching to those who have never heard the Gospel (ad gentes), (2)
preaching to those Christian communities where the Church is present and who have fervor in
their faith, and (3) preaching to those Christian communities who have ancient roots but who
“have lost a living sense of the faith, or even no longer consider themselves members of the
Church, and live a life far removed from Christ and his Gospel. In this case what is needed is a
‘new evangelization’ or a ‘re-evangelization.’”66 That is, it is the Church’s mission to proclaim
the Gospel to those who have never heard it; and also her obligation to evangelize those whose
faith had grown cold and to re-evangelize nations where formerly the faith was strong but now is
growing lukewarm. While it is true that St. John Paul II did not develop a full theological scheme
of the New Evangelization, his writings reveal central themes of the New Evangelization,
including the implementation of the call of the Second Vatican Council to proclaim the Good
News of Christ by the engagement of the present culture and to accompany individuals on their
journey of life – pastoral care.
From the discussion above, it is conspicuous that the mission ad gentes – which is the
missionary activity proper – is one of the Church’s fundamental activities which is both essential
and never-ending; and as the Pope states: “the Church cannot withdraw from her permanent
mission of bringing the Gospel to the multitudes – the millions and millions of men and women
– who as yet do not know Christ the Redeemer of humanity. In a specific way this is the
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missionary work which Jesus entrusted and still entrusts each day to his Church.” 67 By and large,
it is very true that the missionary dimension of the Church would be deprived of its essential
meaning and the very activity that exemplifies it, if it is devoid of the mission ad gentes. Again,
it is an undeniable reality that the mission ad gentes faces enormous obstacles, which is in no
way disappearing. But as far as the obstacles are concerned the Pope believes that they could
easily lead to discouragement only if it were a question of a merely human enterprise. 68 Though
Pope Paul VI spoke about the challenges of the mission to those who practice non-Christian
religions (EN 53), Pope John Paul II speaks at greater length on this topic (e.g. RM 2, 4, 34, 37,
40, 45, 46), including the relationship between evangelization and inter-religious dialogue (RM
2, 55). We will see below that Pope Francis also speaks about inter-religious dialogue.
2.4 ST JOHN PAUL II ON THE GREAT COMMISSION PASSAGE
Amongst the three popes considered in this chapter, it is St. Pope John Paul II who makes
the most reference to the Great Commission passage. In his encyclical Redemptoris Missio, the
Pope made reference to the Great Commission passage on six occasions: paragraphs 16, 22, 23
(three times), and 47. In paragraph 16, Pope John Paul II emphasizes Jesus’ authority (his
dominion over the world). This is indicative, therefore, that the foundation of the Church’s
evangelizing mission to the whole world is Jesus’ complete dominion over the whole world.
Paragraph 22 emphasizes the missionary mandate itself. The Pope stresses how each of
the evangelists culminates his account of the meeting between the risen Jesus and his disciples.
That each of them concludes with the “missionary mandate” – “The Great Commission.” He
states: “All the Evangelists, when they describe the risen Christ’s meeting with his apostles,
67
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conclude with the ‘missionary mandate’: ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to
me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations,… and lo, I am with you always, to the close
of the age’ (Mt 28:18-20; cf. Mk 16:15-18; Lk 24:46-49; Jn 20:21-23).”69 It is pertinent to point
out that though Pope John Paul II here refers to the missionary mandate in all four Gospels, the
passage he actually quotes is the Matthean version, the Great Commission. Furthermore, in
paragraph 22, the pope sees the commission as a “sending forth in the Spirit” as evident in the
Johannine and Lukan accounts: “This is a sending forth in the Spirit, as is clearly apparent in the
Gospel of John: Christ sends his own into the world, just as the Father has sent him, and to this
end he gives them the Spirit. Luke, for his part, closely links the witness the apostles are to give
to Christ with the working of the Spirit, who will enable them to fulfill the mandate they have
received.”70 It is also worthwhile to note that, in comparison to Matthew’s account, the
missionary mandates in the other Gospels place greater emphasis on the role of the Spirit.
Matthew’s account, nevertheless, refers to the Spirit in the baptismal formula (28:19).
In paragraph 23, the first of three occurrences emphasizes the universal dimension of the
mission. Here, the Pope delves into a consideration of the common elements and characteristics
found in the different versions of the “missionary mandate.” He identifies two elements: “the
universal dimension of the task entrusted to the apostles, who are sent to ‘all nations’ (Mt
28:19)”; and “the assurance given to the apostles by the Lord that they will not be alone in the
task, but will receive the strength and the means necessary to carry out their mission.” 71 The
second occurrence in no. 23 highlights the teaching aspect (teaching them to observe all that I
have taught you) and the Pope says that the proclamation of the Gospel must be completed with
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catechesis. The third occurrence in 23 highlights Jesus’ presence with the Church (I am with you
always). So the power of the risen Lord is what gives efficacy to the Church’s mission. Finally,
in paragraph 47, the aspect that is emphasized is baptism.
2.5 POPE FRANCIS ON EVANGELIZATION
Evangelization is clearly central to the papacy of Pope Francis. He wrote Evangelii
Gaudium (The Joy of the Gospel) in response to the October 2012 XIII General Assembly of the
Synod of Bishops whose topic was the New Evangelization for the Transmission of the Christian
Faith. The Exhortation’s main theme is the proclamation of the Gospel in today’s world. The
Pope intends the Exhortation to be the program for a renewal of the Church in the key of
evangelization. He wants the Church’s main characteristic to be evangelization – becoming
primarily an evangelizing Church.
In his exhortation, the Pope speaks of the urgency of this mission and calls each of us and
our parishes and church institutions to a missionary conversion. He also challenges bishops and
priests to be at the forefront in creating dioceses and parishes that are alive, on fire with the
mission of disseminating the Gospel. In this context, in paragraph 32 the Pope says, “Since I am
called to put into practice what I ask of others, I too must think about a conversion of the
papacy”, and added his readiness and willingness by saying he is “open to suggestions which can
help make the exercise of my ministry more faithful to the meaning which Christ wished to give
it and to the present needs of evangelization.”
For Pope Francis, evangelization needs to be based on the kerygma (the preaching of
God’s merciful love for humanity) and a mystagogical catechesis more than the simple teaching

of doctrine. It demands personal accompaniment and is centered on the word of God.72 He also
stresses that evangelization paves the path to dialogue and is the path to peace. The Pope
buttresses this reality when he affirms that “attention must always be paid to the essential bond
between dialogue and proclamation, which leads the Church to maintain and intensify her
relationship with non-Christians.”73 In this same paragraph, the Pope emphasizes true openness
in the process of dialogue and goes further to explain what this means. He states:
“True openness involves remaining steadfast in one’s deepest
convictions, clear and joyful in one’s own identity, while at the
same time being ‘open to understanding those of the other party’
and ‘knowing that dialogue can enrich each side.’”74
The Pope also says that evangelization and interreligious dialogue are never opposed to
one another but mutually complement one another in a way that supports and nourishes.
Another significant development, in comparison to the previous two papal documents, is that the
Pope also sheds light on the importance of our relationship with the followers of Islam. He
acknowledges the fact that the followers of Islam are now significantly present in many
traditionally Christian countries, where they can now enjoy the freedom of worship. The Pope
also emphasizes one reality we must never forget. He says that the adherents of Islam also
“profess to hold the faith of Abraham, and together with us they adore the one, merciful God,

72

Evangelii Gaudium (hereafter abbreviated as EG) 164.
EG 251.
74
EG 251, citing RM 56.
73

who will judge humanity on the last day.”75 The place of profound veneration both Jesus and
Mary receive in the sacred writings of Islam is also appraised by the Holy Father.
As far as sustaining dialogue with Islam is concerned, the Pope has this to say:
“In order to sustain dialogue with Islam, suitable training is
essential for all involved, not only so that they can be solidly and
joyfully grounded in their own identity, but so that they can also
acknowledge the values of others, appreciate the concerns
underlying their demands and shed light on shared beliefs.”76
I so much believe that if our Muslim brethren, especially those in Northern Nigeria,
adhere to this clarion call of the Holy Father, peace and tranquility will surely prevail.
In carrying out the missionary mandate, the Pope says that we can only be as effective as the first
Christians in disseminating the message if we imitate their life of prayer; and this presupposes a
personal encounter with the saving love of Jesus Christ. The Pope believes that the New
Evangelization will succeed because Christ is already victorious and his resurrection has become
part of the fabric of the world. He says that in the work of evangelization, Mary, who is an icon
of joy and missionary activity, assists us like a real Mother. Thus, she is the model of
evangelization who leads us on in our labors.
2.6 POPE FRANCIS ON THE GREAT COMMISSION PASSAGE
Pope Francis makes reference to the Great Commission passage on five occasions:
paragraphs 19, 113, 120, 160 and 162. In paragraph 19, the Pope emphasizes the missionary
75
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mandate itself. He says that evangelization takes place in obedience to this mandate; and that it is
by so doing that faith in the risen Christ spreads to every corner of the earth. Paragraph 113
emphasizes the missionary aspect of the commission. Here, the Pope emphasizes that
evangelization is not for a selected few but for “all nations” (28:19). That is, the message of the
Gospel is directed to all and sundry.
In the 120th paragraph, the Pope emphasizes the baptism aspect of the Great Commission
passage. He stresses how the sacrament of baptism qualifies one as a missionary disciple. He
also stresses that all the baptized are called to be evangelizers regaerdless of their position in the
church or level of instruction in the faith. That is, evangelization is a priority and should be at the
heart of every baptized Christian. He states:
“In virtue of their baptism, all the members of the People of God
have become missionary disciples (cf. Mt 28:19). All the baptized,
whatever their position in the Church or their level of instruction in
the faith, are agents of evangelization, and it would be insufficient
to envisage a plan of evangelization to be carried out by
professionals while the rest of the faithful would simply be passive
recipients. The new evangelization calls for personal involvement
on the part of each of the baptized. Every Christian is challenged,
here and now, to be actively engaged in evangelization.”77
In paragraph 160, the Pope emphasizes the teaching aspect of the Great Commission
passage: “Teach them to observe all that I have commanded you” (28:20). The Holy Father
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stresses the relationship between evangelization and the deeper understanding of the kerygma.
He notes that the work of evangelization involves a deepening of faith through preaching and
teaching. It is through engaging seriously in ongoing catechesis that we come to a meaningful
growth and maturation in Christ. This buttresses the fact that evangelization paves the way for
ongoing formation and maturation. He says:
“The Lord’s missionary mandate includes a call to growth in faith:
‘Teach them to observe all that I have commanded you’ (Mt
28:20). Hence it is clear that the first proclamation also calls for
ongoing formation and maturation. Evangelization aims at a
process of growth which entails taking seriously each person and
God’s plan for his or her life. All of us need to grow in Christ.”78
The Pope, in paragraph 162, emphasizes the baptism aspect of the Great Commission
passage: “Baptize them in the name…” (28:19). For it is through the sacrament of baptism that
we become sons and daughters of God and members of the Church.
2.7 CONCLUSION
It is very true, from the discussion so far, that evangelization is at the heart of the Church
and of the Holy Fathers as their documents clearly portray. The documents clearly buttress the
reality of the fact that the church indeed exist in order to evangelize – to teach and preach, that
all nation may come to a deeper faith, knowledge and love of God. It is also true from the
foregoing that “all men and women are invited to God’s kingdom and so the Gospel has to be
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spread to the whole world through the Church’s evangelizing mission.”79 This is the mandate
given by the risen Jesus in the Great Commission (Mt 28:18-20); and reiterated and expatiated
by the popes in their documents. Therefore, I will examine the evangelizing mission of the
church in Northern Nigeria in relation to the passage of the Great Commission in chapter three.
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CHAPTER THREE
3.0 INTRODUCTION
Evangelization in Northern Nigeria is synonymous with the growth of the Church in
Northern Nigeria. As far as disseminating the message of God (the gospel) is concerned, the
Church has put in a great deal of effort. However, there is still so much to be done in order to
sustain the already established faith and to break new grounds. Of course this can only come
about when all hands are on deck when it comes to our dispositions and attitudes towards the
New Evangelization as well as the works of evangelization at large.
Evangelization as stated in the previous chapter is an integral part of the Church’s
activity. The Church and evangelization are like two sides of a coin. You cannot talk about the
Church without evangelization and vice versa. In the previous chapter, I discussed the views of
several Popes on evangelization especially as it pertains to the passage of the Great Commission
(Matt 28:16-20). In this final chapter, however, I shall explore the work of evangelization by the
Church in Northern Nigeria in relation to Matthew 28:16-20, paying special attention to the New
Evangelization and how the Church in Northern Nigeria can make meaningful progress in her
work of evangelization, even in the midst of persecution and religious intolerance. In this
chapter, therefore, I consider the “actualization” and “inculturation”80 of the passage of the Great
Commission within the current context of the Church in Northern Nigeria.
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3.1 WHAT IS EVANGELIZATION?
It is important here to review our understanding of what evangelization is in the Catholic
faith. As we have seen, Pope Paul VI’s great apostolic exhortation on Evangelization in the
Modern World (Evangelii Nuntiandi) has inspired so much recent thought and activity in the
Church. In his exhortation, the Pope reminds us clearly that evangelization is the essential
mission of the Church. It is the grace and vocation proper to the Church, her deepest identity.
She exists in order to evangelize, that is to say, in order to preach and teach, to be the channel of
the gift of grace, to reconcile sinners with God.81 So rich, complex, and dynamic is the reality of
evangelization that one cannot restrict its definition in any way. However, a genuine and
authentic evangelization must always be directly connected to the Lord Jesus Christ; since “there
is no true evangelization if the name, the teaching, the life, the promises, the Kingdom and the
mystery of Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of God are not proclaimed.”82
The Pope says that the elements of proclaiming Christ to those who do not know him, of
preaching, of catechesis, and of conferring Baptism and other sacraments are so important that
they sometimes are identified with evangelization. But for the Church, he says, “evangelization
means bringing the Good News into all the strata of humanity, and through its influence
transforming humanity from within and making it new.”83 “We can rephrase his words to say
that evangelizing means bringing the Good News of Jesus into every human situation and
seeking to convert individuals and society by the divine power of the Gospel itself. At its essence
are the proclamation of salvation in Jesus Christ and the response of a person in faith, which are
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both works”84 of the Holy Spirit. It is evident therefore that evangelization is so allencompassing and complex as to include “the renewal of humanity, witness, explicit
proclamation, inner adherence, entry into the community, acceptance of signs, apostolic
initiative.”85 Thus, if you couple what Paul VI said with what John Paul II has said about the new
evangelization, you realize the great challenge to accomplish this mission of the Church in new
ways, in new times, and in a multiplicity of ways.
“Evangelization happens when the word of Jesus speaks to people’s hearts and minds.
Needing no trickery or manipulation, evangelization can happen only when people accept the
Gospel freely, as the “good news” it is meant to be, because of the power of the gospel message
and the accompanying grace of God.”86 This is the true and ideal evangelization, devoid of
presence and hypocrisy. Therefore, from our discussion thus far, it is deducible that
evangelization is what we are all about! Being involved in the story of salvation is what faith is
all about! Evangelization is the essential mission of the Church.87
3.2 NEW EVANGELIZATION IN THE LIFE OF THE CHURCH
The “new evangelization” is undeniably a well-known part of the Church’s many
projects. It remains a relatively new expression and concept in the theological and pastoral
circles of the Church. It is also accepted that Pope John Paul II, about four decades ago, in 1979,
introduced this concept and vision during his apostolic visit to Poland.88 The “new

84

USCCB, Go and Make Disciples: A National Plan and Strategy for Catholic Evangelization in the United States
(2002) 10 (henceforth abbreviated GMD). Available at https://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/how-weteach/evangelization/go-and-make-disciples/what_is_evangelization_go_and_make_disciples
85
EN 24.
86
GMD 19.
87
EN 14.
88
John Paul II, “Homily at the Sanctuary of the Holy Cross”, Mogila, Poland (9 June 1979) 1; “Where the Cross is
raised, there is raised the sign that that place has now been reached by the Good News of Man’s salvation through

evangelization” phrase was used again and given new life in the Holy Father’s Magisterium to
the churches in Latin America. He challenged the bishops and priests to embrace a renewed
effort in their missionary and evangelizing undertakings. He says: “The commemoration of this
half millennium of evangelization will have full significance if, as bishops, with your priests and
faithful, you accept it as your commitment; a commitment not of re-evangelization, but rather of
a new evangelization; new in its ardor, methods and expression.”89 In the same vein, the Holy
Father also proposed the expression to the universal Church:
Today the Church must face other challenges and push forward to
new frontiers, both in the initial mission ad gentes and in the new
evangelization of those peoples who have already heard Christ
proclaimed. Today all Christians, the particular Churches and the
universal Church, are called to have the same courage that inspired
the missionaries of the past, and the same readiness to listen to the
voice of the Spirit.90
In defining the new evangelization, we must always have this consciousness in our
minds. “The new evangelization is primarily a spiritual activity”, under the influence, guidance
and power of the Holy Spirit, “capable of recapturing in our times the courage and forcefulness
of the first Christians and the first missionaries.”91 Thus, the Church continues to pray in the
words of the Psalmist: “Send forth your Spirit O Lord! And renew the face of the earth” (Ps.
Love. […] The new wooden Cross was raised not far from here at the very time we were celebrating the
Millennium. […] In these new times, these new conditions of life, the Gospel is again being proclaimed. A new
evangelization has begun, as if it were a new proclamation, even if in reality it is the same as ever.”
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104:30). “The gift of the Holy Spirit, abundantly poured out by Jesus Christ was the beginning of
the Church, which is missionary by its very nature (cf. Jn. 3:34; EN. 14; AG. 6).”92
The Lineamenta of the XIII Ordinary General Assembly of the 2012 Synod of Bishops on
The New Evangelization defines the new evangelization by telling us what it is not (via negativa)
before delving into what it really is (via positiva). From the negative point of view, it reads thus:
The new evangelization is not a matter of redoing something which
has been inadequately done or has not achieved its purpose, as if
the new activity were an implicit judgment on the failure of the
first evangelization. Nor is the new evangelization taking up the
first evangelization again, or simply repeating the past.93
From the positive point of view, it says that the new evangelization “is the courage to
forge new paths in responding to the changing circumstances and conditions facing the Church in
her call to proclaim and live the Gospel today.”94 That is, it is the renewed efforts of the Church
to measure up to the challenges posed by the society and various cultures, in view of the
significant changes taking place, to the Christian faith, its proclamation and its witness today.
Furthermore, the Lineamenta states that “the new evangelization is a frame of mind, a
courageous manner of acting and Christianity’s capacity to know how to read and interpret the
new situations in human history which, in recent decades, have become the places to proclaim
and witness to the Gospel.”95 It is true that times are changing, each day unraveling new realities
and challenges. While these realities exist, the onus is on the Church to discern and then make
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concerted effort to step in courageously. This buttresses why the Church is said to be missionary
in her very nature – the Church must always be reaching out. Little wonder the Lineamenta again
states that:
A new evangelization is synonymous with mission, requiring the
capacity to set out anew, go beyond boundaries and broaden
horizons. The new evangelization is the opposite of selfsufficiency, a withdrawal into oneself, a status quo mentality and
an idea that pastoral programmes are simply to proceed as they did
in the past. Today, a “business as usual” attitude can no longer be
the case. Some local Churches, already engaged in renewal,
reconfirm the fact that now is the time for the Church to call upon
every Christian community to evaluate their pastoral practice on
the basis of the missionary character of their programmes and
activities.96
This is actually the point where the Church in Northern Nigeria is right now, the point
where the Church must pause and evaluate her works of evangelization. Times are changing and
the rate of intolerance and persecution are becoming fiercer. Thus, the Church must retreat, do
her homework well, so as to gather the momentum to set out anew, go beyond boundaries and
broaden horizons, spreading the message of the Gospel to all and sundry.
By and large, the emergence of the new evangelization was a result of the new challenges
facing the Latin American continent. These challenges include the spread of a communist
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ideology and the appearance of the sects. After a process of discernment undertaken by the
Church in Latin America to consider and evaluate the overall situation, the concept of the new
evangelization emerged. In like manner, the Church in Northern Nigeria is bedeviled with so
many challenges (religious intolerance and the activities of terrorist groups – “Boko Haram”,
“Fulani Herdsmen”, and bandits). The Church in Northern Nigeria must consider ways to sustain
the faith, especially in places where the faith has grown lukewarm or is on the verge of collapse.
Here, the new evangelization readily comes to mind.
3.3 NEW EVANGELIZATION: THE NIGERIA EXPERIENCE
The pastoral visit of Pope John Paul II to Nigeria in 1982 marked a turning point in the
life of the Church in our country. The Pope proclaimed for Nigeria a “New Era of
Evangelization.” He told the bishops:
I have been sent by Christ and you have been sent by Christ. And
together with the rest of the College of Bishops throughout the
world we are sent to announce Christ, to proclaim Christ, to
communicate Christ and his Gospel to the world. […] In this
pastoral visit, I expressed the hope that it would initiate a “new era
of evangelization.” This is my earnest prayer: that zeal for
evangelization will envelop the Church in Nigeria.97
This call by the Pope was taken up seriously by the Bishops in Nigeria. National, regional
and diocesan seminars, lectures, symposia and workshops were organized to this effect. The
Church in Nigeria organized a national seminar at the seminary of Saints Peter and Paul in
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Ibadan in 1984 two years after the Pope’s visit. It was well attended by a cross section of the
various members of Christ’s faithful in Nigeria.
It was during this time that it was discovered that the plot to win Nigeria back to Islam
was real, well planned and is still being pursued with serious struggles, and with fearless
tenacity. The Muslims aim at political, economic and religious domination. The secularization of
schools which was meant to take over mission schools by the government was masterminded by
the Muslims. The secularization of schools leaves most of the students devoid of the fear of God
and any strong Christian values in their lives. The Muslims have for a long time dominated and
continue to struggle to dominate the political scene in Nigeria and the strategic positions in
government have been under their control. Religious freedom and tolerance mean little or
nothing to them. The Christians continue to suffer heavy and costly loss of lives and property
whenever there is the slightest provocation, social, economic or political in the areas of the
country where the Muslims are in the majority, i.e., in Northern Nigeria. From the religious point
of view, if Islam wins in Nigeria, the entire continent of Africa will be lost to Christ. This
explains why the new evangelization is even more pertinent in our age and time.
In responding to the Pope’s call for a new evangelization, the Church in Nigeria drew
inspiration, encouragement and support from Evangelization 200098, which was a program
promoting worldwide decade of evangelization in response to our Lord’s call (Mt. 28:19-20; Mk.
16:15). It was a response to the challenging call of the Holy Father, Pope John Paul II for a new
evangelization anticipating the year 2000. It was intended to serve the bishops and Church
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leaders in the area of evangelization. Through the instrumentality of Evangelization 2000, the
Church in Nigeria registered a meaningful progress in her work of evangelization. The Catholic
Bishop’s Conference set up an Episcopal Commission on Evangelization in September 1989.
The bishops had a retreat in July 1990, at SS. Peter and Paul Major Seminary, Ibadan, on the new
evangelization. Efforts were then put in place to establish schools of evangelization and many
dioceses celebrated synods focused on the new evangelization project. Records show that as of
2011, about 30 schools of evangelization have been established in Nigeria.99
It is obvious that new evangelization in Nigeria was seriously promoted by the bishops of
Nigeria. It spread from one diocese to another, from one religious institute to another, very
rapidly and captured the general interest of the lay faithful who became the main target for
training in the schools of Evangelization as agents of evangelization. To facilitate the activities
of the schools and programs, the bishops finally established the Association of Coordinators of
Catholic Schools of Evangelization (of which I am also a member). It is today known as the
ACCSE/2000 Nigeria. It was officially inaugurated by the then president of the Catholic Bishops
Conference of Nigeria, the late Archbishop Albert K. Obiefuna of Onitsha Province, at the
Emmaus School of Evangelization, Issele-Uku on 28th September, 1993.
Thus, it is very true that in Nigeria, the response to the Pope’s call has been generous,
serious, coordinated; and one may dare to say that the experiment has proved successful and
fulfilled in those dioceses where the interest has been sustained. By and large, a general
awareness has been created throughout the nation. We trust that the Holy Spirit, the principal
agent of evangelization, inspires Christians who are resilient to continue the work of
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evangelization especially in areas facing resistance, so that the deposit of faith may be sustained
and transmitted to generations to come.
3.4 SITUATION OF PERSECUTION IN NORTHERN NIGERIA
It is very true that the work of evangelization is synonymous with the growth of the
Church. The amount of effort put in the work of evangelization determines the growth and
sustainability of the Church. In Northern Nigeria, however, the more efforts the Church puts into
preaching and disseminating the gospel, the more the resistance and intolerance it experiences
especially from our fanatical Muslim brethren. This is owing to the great deal of tension between
Christians and Muslims. Since the advent of the faith in the north by the early missionaries in the
nineteenth century, the Church experiences one form of persecution or the other. In recent times,
persecution has become a household name in Northern Nigeria. Religious intolerance has
become the order of the day; and this time it is outright. By virtue of being the disciples of Christ
in a predominantly Muslim Northern Nigeria, the Christians face fierce persecution especially in
the hands of fanatical Muslims and are even referred to as “infidels” and constantly taunted for
worshipping three gods because of their belief in the Triune God. Freedom of worship, which
happens to be a constitutional right has been relegated to the background. The constitution reads:
Every person shall be entitled to freedom of thought, conscience
and religion, including freedom to change his religion or belief,
and freedom (either alone or in community with others, and in

public or in private) to manifest and propagate his religion or belief
in worship, teaching, practice and observance.100
The interpretation of the concept of “freedom of worship” has become subjective in
Northern Nigeria. The “freedom” has gone extinct. Most Christians express their faith and even
go to their places of worship with fear and trembling; some no longer go to church for fear of
being attacked or harassed. With the happenings in the north, one can validly assert that the
“freedom of worship” is only in principle and also far-fetched.
The Church in Northern Nigeria has always suffered two types of persecution:
institutional persecution and terrorist attacks. Both the institutional persecution and terrorist
attacks are no longer isolated and sporadic but systemic and outright especially in Kaduna State
where I hail from. For example, since the advent of democracy, Kaduna State has always had a
Christian as the deputy governor, but in the recent election (2019), the incumbent governor
dropped his Christian deputy and picked a Muslim woman as his deputy; and of course, the
Christians in the state have to live with this harsh reality. Institutional and infrastructural
developments are concentrated in areas that are predominantly Muslim. As a matter of fact, the
institutional persecutions suffered by the Christians are innumerable: discrimination against them
in hiring for public jobs; denial of land and property for religious purposes (even when one has
the financial capacity to afford it); discrimination in admission to public higher educational
institutions; denying Christians lucrative government elective and appointive positions; imposing
the veil on Christian female students and denying Christian students a decent place of worship on
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public school campuses, even where there are a good number of mosques built for the Muslim
students. Commenting on this unfortunate reality, Danjuma Byang says:
In virtually every state of the north, state governments have used
public money to build purely Islamic/Arabic institutions. The same
treatment has not only been denied the Christians but government
has forcibly taken over institutions belonging to the Christians,
which they built with their church money, and without
commensurate compensations paid to them. Apart from purely
Islamic institutions, in other institutions like secondary schools,
teachers colleges and institutions of higher learning, government
utilizes public fund to build mosques, while the Christian students
have to either use classrooms or go to the nearest churches outside
the premises of the institutions to worship.101
Other forms of institutional persecution, prevalent mostly in the North-Western states
include: forcing young Christian girls into marriage (early marriage in most cases) with Muslims
against the consent of their parents, while forbidding Muslim girls from marrying Christian;
abolishing the teaching of Christian Religious Studies/Education (CRS/E) to Christian students
in public schools, where Islam is taught; and harassing and threatening of Muslim converts to
Christianity. Commenting on the institutional persecution of Christians in Northern Nigeria and
the nonchalant attitude of the government, Bitrus says that “Christians are constantly and
publicly being humiliated for their religious identity; anything deemed blasphemous to Islam is
resisted with violence. They continue to experience these insidious persecutions daily with
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impunity, because those in power who ought to be protecting them are often complicit.”102
Today, the speculation occupying the front burner is that the government has a hand in the
attacks meted on the Christians in Northern Nigeria – the silence of the government concerning
the killings has become too loud that conspiracy is suspected.
The persecution meted on the Christians in Northern Nigeria has in recent times
degenerated into several acts of terrorism especially the deadliest Islamic terrorist group, Boko
Haram, and most recently by the Fulani Herdsmen/bandits. Their activities have negatively put
Nigeria as a nation on the world map. It is disheartening that the Global Terrorist Index (using
2020 data) ranked Nigeria third out of the 135 countries, thus indicating the severity of terrorism
in Nigeria.103 The activities of these groups have taken so many lives, destroyed so many
churches and properties, and caused mass displacement of Christians, many of whom are women
and children. Today, Christians cannot go to places of worship without being harassed and
killed; rectories are being invaded and priests taken into captivity together with their
parishioners. Christians also cannot go to their farms as the Fulani Herdsmen and bandits have
taken over their lands. To this effect, many Christians have lost their means of livelihood. I am
forced to believe that the goal of these attacks on Christians is either to systematically eliminate
Christianity or to deliberately and progressively intimidate Christians to total submission to
Islam in Northern Nigeria.
What baffles one most is their irrational claim of fighting for God (Allah) whenever they
carry out their barbaric acts. They destroy churches, maim and kill Christians, and abduct and
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rape women and school girls, and claim they are fighting the course of God. Little wonder, they
shout “Allah Akbar” (God is great) when they perpetuate these acts. The late leader of the deadly
terrorist “Boko Haram” group, Sheik Abubakar Imam Shukau once said:
If death is your worldly gain, for us, it is eternal victory to die
working for Allah. Our joy is to die in Jihad for Allah against
infidels like you…. Allah that finished Pharaoh and other wicked
rulers that you are not up to, will finish you and your government.
We are not afraid because we are not doing man’s work but
Allah’s work. And we will see who will carry the day.104
Despite the persecutions meted on the church by the terrorist group Boko Haram and the
Fulani Herdsmen/bandits, the church – even in the midst of despair and suffering – continues to
be resilient, drawing ultimate strength and courage from the consoling presence of the risen Lord
(Matt 28:20).
It is fitting to comment on the existing dialogue between Christians and Muslims in
Northern Nigeria. In the last three decades, violent conflicts over religion (or attributed to
religion) have occupied the front burner especially in Northern Nigeria. These conflicts have
continued with impunity and undiminished intensity.105 This explains why in recent times,
churches, organizations and groups resolved to make concerted efforts towards building a bridge
between Christians and Muslims.
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Efforts towards Muslim-Christian dialogue in the northern divide started through the effort and
co-ordination of the Lutheran Archbishop David Windibirizi of the Lutheran Church of Christ in
Nigeria (LCCN) of Jos, Plateau State. Later, the Centre for Interfaith Mediation began through
the efforts of Pastor James Wuye and Imam Mohammed Ashaffa in Kaduna, Kaduna State. 106
The Centre for Interfaith Mediation, from time to time, organizes seminars and symposium
where papers are presented and discussed from a religious perspective, stressing the need for
interreligious dialogue and religious tolerance. While it is true that these efforts have not been in
vain, there are still others who have set out to make sure they thwart the efforts put in.
However, I strongly believe that it is dialogue that can connect Christians and Muslims in
Northern Nigeria. It is only through sincere dialogue that both can co-exist and consequently
experience the desired peace. I mean a dialogue that transcends the discursive and official level,
a dialogue devoid of superficiality, a dialogue of life that can be “seen daily in the interaction of
neighbors who are of different religions living in the same compound or sharing the same office
space or business environment.”107
3.5 GRASSROOTS EVANGELIZATION
It is very true that we live in unprecedented times. Religious persecution and intolerance
have become the order of the day. It has become so fierce and gruesome that some Christians are
on the verge of giving up the faith. It is against this backdrop that the Church in Northern Nigeria
plunged into new ways of reaching out to the faithful, especially those engulfed by the
temptation to give up the faith. One of these ways is the grassroots evangelization. One may
recall from the previous chapter that Pope John Paul II provided three circumstances in
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evangelization: (1) preaching to those who have never heard the Gospel (ad gentes), (2)
preaching to those Christian communities where the Church is present and who have fervor in
their faith, and (3) preaching to those Christian communities who have ancient roots but who
“have lost a living sense of the faith, or even no longer consider themselves members of the
Church, and live a life far removed from Christ and his Gospel. In this case what is needed is a
‘new evangelization’ or a ‘re-evangelization.’”108 That is, it is the Church’s mission to proclaim
the Gospel to those who have never heard it. It is her obligation to evangelize those whose faith
has grown cold and to re-evangelize nations where formerly the faith was strong but now is
growing lukewarm. There are Christians in Northern Nigeria who are in the third category –
those who are struggling with the faith due to untold persecution. This is one of the reasons why
the Church in Northern Nigeria initiated the grassroots evangelization.109
The grassroots evangelization program sets out to catechize and disseminate the Gospel.
My diocese (Zaria in Northern Nigeria) for instance, has started a school of evangelization
named the Pope John Paul II School of Evangelization, where the faithful are trained for ministry
and outreach. We also have trained volunteer preachers called the “Masu Wa’azi”, who assist the
priests in the outstations and prepare the faithful for the sacraments. The priest works hand in
hand with the “Masu Wa’azi” in breaking new grounds (opening new outstations) and gaining
new converts to the faith. At the moment, we have 126 trained volunteer preachers (Masu
Wa’azi) working in the diocese.110 The diocese tries also to build schools and hospitals, and also
sink boreholes in the rural areas, where government has denied the basic social amenities, as a
means of evangelizing at the grassroots level.
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Taking into cognizance the nascent happenings in Northern Nigeria, I strongly believe
there is no time other than now to identify more with our brothers and sisters, especially those
struggling with living out the faith. It is only when we sincerely do so that we can reap the fruits
of evangelization:
The fruits of evangelization are changed lives and a changed world
– holiness and justice, spirituality and peace. The validity of our
having accepted the Gospel does not only come from what we feel
or what we know; it comes also from the way we serve others,
especially the poorest, the most marginal, the most hurting, the
most defenseless, and the least loved. An evangelization that stays
inside ourselves is not an evangelization into the Good News of
Jesus Christ.111
Thus, from the foregoing discussion, we see that evangelization has both an inward and
outward direction, also known as ad intra and ad extra. Inwardly it calls for our continued
receiving of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, our ongoing conversion both as individual and as
Church. It nurtures us, makes us grow and renews us in holiness as a people of God. “Outwardly
evangelization addresses those who have not heard the Gospel or who, having heard it, have
stopped practicing their faith, and those who seek the fullness of faith.”112 Therefore, the
church’s adaptation of the grassroots evangelization makes possible the realization of the fruits
of evangelization – for the way to Christ is through the community in which he lives, and
ultimately living out the implications of evangelization (ad intra and ad extra).
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3.6 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
It is true that Christians in Northern Nigeria continue to go through untold persecution
since Northern Nigeria has become a hotbed of religious persecution in West Africa. Ipso facto,
many Christians and even Pastors have advocated for certain responses that entail violence. Like
Bitrus says, “in the wake of brokenness and hopelessness brought about by the protracted
persecution of the church in Northern Nigeria, there are those who suggest that the church should
engage in armed struggle to bring an end to the persecution. They argue that armed struggle has
become a necessary evil if the church is to survive.”113 While this is sadly true, there are also
those who have advocated strongly for the abandoning of the Sermon on the Mount, which
promotes the culture of nonviolence, and embrace the Mosaic injunction which permits violent
retaliation. We still have Christians who think that the Christian God is weak, and thus advocate
for a complete abandoning of the Christian faith and a total embrace of the African Traditional
Religion that allows for possession of charms and amulets to overcome persecution and
harassment.
Be that as it may, the Church is careful in handling such a sensitive and precarious
situation that can lead to more loss of lives and property, and even a complete abandoning of the
faith. This is why the church advocates for a new era of evangelization in order to sustain the
deposit of faith and searches for non-violent ways of addressing the problems of religious
intolerance and persecution that have ravaged the Church in Northern Nigeria – especially by
engaging in dialogue with Islam. It is important to note that the church in Northern Nigeria does
all of these, drawing from antecedent teachings and documents of the Church – especially the
papal teachings and documents; and in this work, I pay special attention papal documents of
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Popes Paul VI, John Paul II and Francis. Hence, the church in Northern Nigeria is engaging more
in the new evangelization and also tapping deep into sincere and authentic dialogue. I strongly
believe that it is through the new evangelization and dialogue activities that the faith of the
Christians in Northern Nigeria can be restored. Little wonder Pope John Paul II opines that
“missionary activity renews the Church, revitalizes faith and Christian identity, and offers fresh
enthusiasm and new incentive. Faith is strengthened when it is given to others.” 114 That is,
without commitment to the work of evangelization, the continuity between the contemporary
Church and the New Testament Church is obscure, perhaps even thrown into question.115
The new evangelization entails sharing the Church’s deep desire for salvation and
rendering our faith intelligible by proclaiming the “logos of hope”116 (1 Pt. 3:15). The Church in
Northern Nigeria needs hope to live in these present and challenging times. The content of this
hope is “God, who has a human face and who ‘has loved us to the end’.”117 It is for this reason
that we say that the Church is, by her very nature, missionary. Hence, we must see to the
dissemination of the message of hope in Northern Nigeria through preaching and witness. For
His revelation made us not only recipients of the gift of salvation but also its proclaimers and
witnesses. “The new evangelization does not mean a ‘new Gospel’, because ‘Jesus Christ is the
same yesterday and today and for ever’ (Heb. 13:8), but rather, a new response to the needs of
humanity and people today in a manner adapted to the signs of the times and to new situations in
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culture, which are the basis of our personal identity and the places where we seek the meaning of
our existence.”118
In the midst of the present challenges to the work of evangelization in Northern Nigeria,
The Church must continually approach the new evangelization
with a sense of enthusiasm. For surely we will learn the sweet and
comforting joy of evangelizing, even at times when proclamation
might seem like a seed sown among tears (Ps. 126:6). And
hopefully it may mean for us – as it did for John the Baptist, for
Peter and Paul, for the other apostles and for a multitude of
splendid evangelizers all through the Church’s history – an interior
enthusiasm that nobody and nothing can quench. May it be the
great joy of our consecrated lives. And may the world of our time,
which is searching, sometimes with anguish, sometimes with hope,
be enabled to receive the Good News not from evangelizers who
are dejected, discouraged, impatient or anxious, but from ministers
of the Gospel whose lives glow with fervor, who have first
received the joy of Christ, and who are willing to risk their lives so
that the Kingdom may be proclaimed and the Church established in
the midst of the world.119
It is also pertinent to note that while these challenges stir on our faces, the Church does
not give up or retreat into herself; instead, she undertakes a project to revitalize herself –
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engaging in grassroots evangelization. She makes the person of Jesus Christ and a personal
encounter with him central to her thinking, knowing that he will give his Spirit and provide the
impetus and audacity to announce and proclaim the Good News in new ways which can address
the challenges in Northern Nigeria today.
Thus, in order to better comprehend the profound meaning and implications of the new
evangelization, the bishops, priests and the faithful of the Church in Northern Nigeria must have
recourse to Pope John Paul II who insisted that a “new evangelization” means:
To rekindle in ourselves the impetus of the Church’s beginnings
and allow ourselves to be filled with the ardor of the apostolic
preaching which followed Pentecost. We must revive in ourselves
the burning conviction of Paul, who cried out: “Woe to me if I do
not preach the Gospel” (1 Cor 9:16). This passion will not fail to
stir in the Church a new sense of mission, which cannot be left to a
group of “specialists” but must involve the responsibility of all the
members of the people of God. Those who have come into genuine
contact with Christ cannot keep him for themselves, they must
proclaim him. A new apostolic outreach is needed, which will be
lived as the everyday commitment of Christian communities and
groups.120
In relation to the Church’s relationship with Islam, it is important that the Church
engages in a dialogue with Islam in order to find common grounds, and eventually come out with
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ways of accommodating and tolerating one another. We know that the Church has a particular
reason to be in relationship with Islam, since Christianity is a religion of Revelation, and Islam
also identifies itself as such. Pope Francis, quoting from Lumen Gentium 16, says that Muslims
also “profess to hold the faith of Abraham, and together with us they adore the one, merciful
God, who will judge humanity on the last day.”121 He goes further to make this plea:
I ask and I humbly entreat those countries to grant Christians
freedom to worship and to practice their faith, in light of the
freedom which followers of Islam enjoy in Western countries!
Faced with disconcerting episodes of violent fundamentalism, our
respect for true followers of Islam should lead us to avoid hateful
generalizations, for authentic Islam and the proper reading of the
Koran are opposed to every form of violence.122
Therefore, while it is true that there has been longstanding hostility between Muslims and
Christians, today, more than ever, there is a need for a continuous Catholic-Muslim dialogue
especially in Northern Nigeria. This can be done and is being done around the concept of
revelation. Muslims can study the Bible; Christians can study the Koran. This way, both
Christians and Muslims come to deeper knowledge of each other’s believes and practices; and
then come to a genuine understanding of each other. I strongly believe that if this is done with
the utmost degree of sincerity and genuineness of purpose, we will have a peaceful and tolerable
Northern Nigeria.
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By and large, the fact the church is experiencing persecution does not mean that the
church is being abandoned and rejected by God. I believe God is still in his business; and a
stronger, resilient and vibrant church will emerge. In the words of Ratzinger (Pope Benedict
XVI) in a 1969 broadcast on German radio, “from the crisis of today the Church of tomorrow
will emerge.” If you ask me what the future of the Church in Northern Nigeria seems, I will say
that I see a people who “are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to
despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed” (2 Cor. 4:8-9). Ultimately
I see a people full of hope, commitment and resilience in the face of all acts of persecution and
intolerance. I see a people who look towards the future with faith and confidence; a people who
look towards God with radiance (Ps. 34:5); a people disposed to march forward with confidence
to carry out the mandate of the risen Lord: “Go, therefore and make disciples of all nations…”
(Mt. 28:18-19); and a people who have trust and confidence in the promise of the risen Lord
before his ascension: “Behold, I am with you to the close of the age” (Mt. 28:20). Therefore,
rather than reducing to nothing the faith of the Church in Northern Nigeria, the persecution and
intolerance have made the faith even stronger and more vigorous than ever.
Finally, in the midst of the challenges prevalent in Northern Nigeria, the Church must
remain resolute and relentless in her work of evangelization because the Lord Jesus commanded
us to do so. “He gave the Church the unending task of evangelizing as a restless power, to stir
and to stimulate all its actions until all nations have heard his Good News and until every person
has become his disciple (Mt. 28:18-20).”123 We must also keep in mind that the work of
evangelization is the work of the Holy Spirit. We cannot succeed without the utmost disposition
and cooperation with the Holy Spirit, who directs, energizes and strengthens.
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